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This year, the United States health care 
system has experienced unprecedented 
challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While this is a difficult time for all 
Americans, rural areas have been 
particularly hard hit.  

The pandemic has highlighted long-
standing inequities in broadband access, 
proximity to health care facilities, and 
childcare options for rural Americans. 
Additionally, the CDC claims that rural 
areas may be at higher risk during the 
pandemic due to older populations, higher 
rates of underlying chronic disease, and 
higher disability rates. 

In spite of these challenges, the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has 
implemented an aggressive public health 
response to protect and care for Veterans, 
their families, health care providers, and 
staff in the face of this emerging health risk.  

 

 

VA has administered over 813,000 
COVID-19 tests nationwide, while 
taking aggressive steps to prevent 
COVID-19 transmission. VA has also 
provided beds, personal protective 
equipment, and other necessities to 
caregivers and Veterans in need. 

Read more in VA Offers Free COVID-
19 Resources and Guidance on page 
2. 

As COVID-19 shows signs of 
resurgence, there has never been a 
more important time to get your yearly 
flu vaccination. Remember that getting 
vaccinated is the best way to protect 
yourself, as well as your loved ones, 
against the flu virus. 

Read more about no cost flu shot 
options for Veterans on page 2. 
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(Continued on page 2) 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-rural-areas-deborah-birx/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/coronavirus-rural-areas-deborah-birx/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/other-at-risk-populations/rural-communities.html#:~:text=The%20health%20of%20populations%20in,even%20after%20adjusting%20for%20age.
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/other-at-risk-populations/rural-communities.html#:~:text=The%20health%20of%20populations%20in,even%20after%20adjusting%20for%20age.
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/need-extra-precautions/other-at-risk-populations/rural-communities.html#:~:text=The%20health%20of%20populations%20in,even%20after%20adjusting%20for%20age.
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Message from the Executive Director of the VA Office of Rural Health (continued from page 1) 

As the nation grapples with the pandemic, our work at ORH continues. The ORH Veterans Rural Health Research Centers 
(VRHRCs) recently compiled several issue briefs to provide high-level overviews of the latest research and projects they 
are conducting.  

Read more in VRHRC Issue Brief Summaries on pages 7-9. 
 

Stay tuned as we highlight practical, tangible and beneficial ways to increase access to care for rural Veterans and explore 
the rural connections to VAôs top health priorities. To join our rural Veteran community and receive program updates, please 
contact ORH Communications at ORHcomms@va.gov. 

For the latest information about COVID-19 at the VA, please visit https://www.publichealth.va.gov/n-coronavirus/index.asp§ 

In response to the coronavirus pandemic, and in fulfillment of its 
Fourth Mission responsibilities to support the nation during a national 
emergency, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) now offers 
guidance and free resources for health care providers across the na-
tion. As part of this effort, VAôs Office of Community Care (OCC) re-
cently published a resource page that includes strong practices, test-
ing information, training, and other resources related to COVID-19.  

VA also hosts weekly COVID-19 Extension for Community Healthcare 
Outcomes (ECHO) webinars through VHA TRAIN, a national learning 
network that aggregates training opportunities for public health, health 
care, and preparedness professionals. Webinar topics include: 

¶ COVID-19 in rural areas 

¶ Complications of COVID-19 in adults 

¶ Economic impact of COVID-19 

¶ Outpatient management of COVID-19 

¶ Provider wellness 
 
These resources aim to help both VA and non-VA providers manage the COVID-19 public health emergency, especially in 
high-risk areas such as rural communities. Specific guidance is also provided for community providers who provide health 
care services to Veterans on behalf of VA. 

More resources and information are being added to the page as it becomes available. Visit the COVID-19 resource page 

here to learn more information: https://www.va.gov/COMMUNITYCARE/providers/COVID-19_Guidance.asp § 

VA Offers Free COVID-19 Resources and Guidance  
By Jasmine Williams, Office of Rural Health, Department of Veterans Affairs  

No-Cost Flu Shot Options for Veterans 

Flu season is here, and getting your flu shot has never been easier. Remember that getting 
vaccinated is the best way to protect yourself, as well as your loved ones, against the flu vi-
rus. This year, enrolled Veterans of the VA health care system have several options to get a 
flu shot. VA now offers more options, easy access, and seamless records. And the best thing 
is that your VA medical record, as well as your VA Blue Button, will be automatically updated. 

Check out when and where to get your flu shot today.Ì§ 

By Office of Patient Care Services/Public Health, Department of Veterans Affairs  

mailto:ORHComms@va.gov
For%20the%20latest%20informathttps:/www.publichealth.va.gov/n-coronavirus/index.asp
https://www.va.gov/about_va/
https://www.va.gov/COMMUNITYCARE/providers/COVID-19_Guidance.asp
https://www.train.org/vha/welcome
https://www.va.gov/COMMUNITYCARE/providers/COVID-19_Guidance.asp
https://www.publichealth.va.gov/flu/vaccination/
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By Justin Ahern, Lauren Wilson, and Eric Litt, GeoSpatial Outcomes Division, Veterans Rural Health Resource Center ïGainesville 

With more women serving in the United States Armed 
Forces, they represent a fast-growing segment of eligible 
users of U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) health 
care services. Targeted outreach to women Veterans, 
particularly in rural areas of the United States, is a priority 
and is essential to ensure that they receive the services 
they need and have earned.  

The Office of Rural Healthôs (ORH) GeoSpatial Outcomes 
Division (GSOD) provides geospatial solutions and 
develops Geographic Information Systems (GIS) map 
products for VA program offices and staff to visualize 
layers of geospatial data and empower meaningful 
insight, understanding, and decision making. VA 
Womenôs Health Services (WHS) Office, called upon the 
expertise of the GSOD team to build a specialized 
mapping tool to assist WHS directors and program 
managers with their strategic planning and targeted 
outreach. WHS leaders nationwide recognized they could 
use the power of GIS to identify rural or underserved 
geographic areas where there may be opportunities to 
enroll women Veterans currently not enrolled in VA health 
care services.  

GSOD created a smart interactive web map application to 
serve as a óone stop shopô resource that provides the most 
common map data visualization solutions for WHS. The GIS 
system portrays VA health care site locations, the volume of 
women Enrollees and users by County, and projected women 
Veteran population to derive market potential. It also includes 
visual aid map layers for comparison, including rurality and 
drive-time areas, as well as built-in spatial analysis and 
infographic visualization tools that work interactively with the 
map.  This collection of visual information and tools, the ability 
to drill down into specific regions, and additional information 
about features via pop-ups enable WHS staff to examine all the 
information in one place to properly target potential areas of 
outreach in a more focused manner. 

GSOD provided mapping tool training to hundreds of WHS 
staff, who applauded its ability to quickly provide accessible, 
data-rich situational awareness. This is a compelling example 
of how GIS can powerfully support informed decision-making in 
VA as WHS staff plan their outreach efforts and enroll more 
women Veterans in areas that need it the most.   

One program manager commented that prior to the 
development of the GSOD mapping tool, she was ñnot only 
constantly pulling data from several different sites, but also often 
calculating the data to determine where a potential outreach need may exist, all of which is time consuming, but so very 
important to doò. She praised the new GSOD web applicationôs ease of use, noting ñall this information, readily at my 
fingertips, helps me to quickly identify where an outreach need may exist. It is also a great visual tool for sharing important 

data with leadership.ò§ 

Smart Interactive Mapping Helps Leaders Improve Rural Women Veteransô 
Access to Health Care 
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Interactive map feature that summarizes population data in 
drilled down area.  

Interactive map to examine women Veteran population, VA assets, 
and rurality.  


